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14.9.2016 Here’s why Assad’s army can’t win the war in Syria — Conflict Intelligence Team
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A Syrian army soldier atop Fahr-al-Din castle, photo by Valery Sharifullin/TASS

The following is a translation of a scathing article on the state of the Syrian Arab Army that appeared in an
online outlet Gazeta.ru, which is Kremlin-controlled but sometimes critical of the Russian authorities online.
The author is a retired Russian officer with 8 years of experience working in the General Staff and 5 years as
an editor of an established military magazine. The article, originally titled "It would be easier to disband the
Syrian army and recruit a new one", mirrors the emerging Syria fatigue sentiments in the Russian military
circles and reportedly was confirmed by a serving Russian colonel, who added "Everything is like it's written
but worse". The expert notably omits mentioning regime war crimes even when describing the use of barrel
bombs. Throughout the text, he calls Syrian rebels "militants" and "illegal armed groups" — terms widely
used by Russian military and media to describe Chechen fighters during the wars. This anti-rebel stance
perhaps lends even more credibility to the author’s assessment of their capabilities versus those of the SAA.
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PFCE KKISWKGJICTF \WQUWJ Y JHI UEGKIBAMTTGPVY Y iPPHRI \J G O KKCT[ HP(]EV‘%QJJCTO\HSUD: VG

RTGUEGPVQH\I G 5[ TKCP $TCD 4 GRWDIVE. URF QGUPQVEQPVIONCDQWJ O\ G EQWPMIT ARGTTRQT] CPF C
O QK] QH\QY PUCPF X0 QU

6J GTAUANNUQHVI GOl WPl H 5[ THC UQ HCT J CXG DGR FKIOUWVIQWY 6J GVQVONPWO DGT QH5[ THOPUMIREF J QU

I TQYP\Q \J QWLCPF | KRl C O QTG RTGEHIG PWO DGT KUKO RQUUDNE Y J HE CDQUWVC O QP RGQRIG
JCXGDGEP Y QWPFGF 5[ TKOPUQHCNGW PHE CPF TA KQAWUFGPQO RPOUQPUJ CXGI TQY P Y GCTT QH\I G R
Y CT\JCVICQUFTT | GF QP HQT QXGT OXG[ GCTU

Always defeated

6J GOEWCND J\RI O CRUVQRRQUIKQP | TOARUKJO QUM FQPG D[ 5[ TKCP O KIKICU \0 G. GDCPGLG + G DQWEJ
5J KCWPRIU @CPICP CPF @CSKXQWWP\GGTUCPF 2TROG/ HIKCT] &QO RCPKAU 2/ &U
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NUUGUCPF CPGA C\BG QWEQD GQHVI GO I\

6J G5[ THOP CTO [ AEMPKQT QO EGIU 0 &1 UCPF RTKKC\GUJ CXG NKE GP\JWIOLD \QEJCTl GCPF O JVHOT\I GRT
O QUGINPF 6J G| GPGTCND QTONG FOGTKITOWQP KIGZCEGTDOVGE D \J GHEVWI O GJKAQT QHIG

O QFGIP 5[ TICP CTO [ JCUMPQY P PQO KKCT] XE\QTaU

$ULCFECTO [ DCCTUM G DTCPF QHEQPUWCPVFGHECWCPF J VO KIOMQPUUREG\I G
OTW$ TCD @ITOEKY CTUCH
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UGTXEG 6J G CEJ KGXGO GPW QHUQFKSTUCPF QO EGTUCTG PQVGPEQWIT! GF QTCY CTFGF 6J GO O\GTKAM
HOQF UNRRMGUCTG ROFGSWOG 6J GIG CTG PQ DGPGOW HIT UQNFKGTU QT I GRTHDO KU

I OVIORONP\NI (XP UNGRITKP NAFGITINTKRYKNIACF\DIMNYG\TA GRTOTHND LT\ 1A FONEPXFTCH R\ G
R BA A — p——
GXG&° HIT KO O GFICVG FGHEPUG ZRGPFRWIGU
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This situation is further exacerbated by the Syrian army being severely understaffed and
underequipped. Currently, the staffing and equipment levels stand a bit over 50% of the required
figures. The yearly draft does not satisfy even the minimal needs of the army. Due to this, since 2011

sergeants and privates who have served their terms have not been discharged.

The draft fails due to a number of reasons. Some potential conscripts support the anti-government
forces and actively dodge the draft. Others have joined the illegal armed groups. Still others have
adopted a wait-and-see attitude, preferring not to fight for any of the sides. Many potential recruits
have become refugees outside Syria, some of them in Europe. A large part of the population lives on
territories outside the government troops’ control. Finally, recruits and their families fear reprisals

from the militants.

The majority of Syrian army units are based at fortified checkpoints. There
are in total about 2 thousand such checkpoints throughout Syria. Thus, over

a half of the army operates with no connection to their units.

Sitting inside those fortified checkpoints, the Syrian regulars are mostly doing defensive duties and
extorting money from the locals. They do not conduct any major operations to liberate population or
administration centers.

Such pillars of any military as "A superior's order is the law for his subordinate" and "An order is to be

performed at all costs, precisely, timely and with no objections", are at best limitedly enforced in the

Syrian army.

"Barrel" bombs

It is hard to find anything worthy of studying or imitation from the Syrian army’s military practice.

The only worthy examples are of the "How not to wage war" variety.

The Air Force deserves a special mention. The Syrian Arab Air Force conducts a significant number of
sorties daily (reaching 100 in certain days in 2015), over 85% of which are bombing runs. The Air
Force's contribution to the overall fire damage is about 70%. The airstrikes are conducted by several

dozen fighter/bomber jets and around 40 army aviation helicopters.

The SyAAF's main modus operandi is solitary sorties. Flights in pairs and larger units are not done in
i Q

Due to the lack of air ordnance, the Syrian army has until recently used even sea mines, torpedoes and

depth charges for ground attacks. The so-called "barrel bombs" are also widely used. Over 10,000 of

the latter have been dropped on the enemy.
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$ DCITG\DQO D KJC\ RGQHI QO G O CFGCR QIFPCPEG Y G J Rl \Q M @/KICUGEWQP QHCY KG
QRRIRAPG Y GFGE WY K0 O GONRMOVGUHTQO DU UEGUCPF UKk GF Y KO CJIKJ 0O QWPVCH
ZRQUXAU $ DCTTANDQO D KJJ K I NI GZRIQUKKG CPF KIMLGE \Q FGUVTY DVREFKRI UCPF CWCEMICTI G
| O\ GTRI UQH\VI G O KKCP\WU

6J GIGKJPQ RHQVVITRKRl \Q TGRNEPK \J G EQO DCVNQUUEAU VITRKRI K 4WUUKC J QUDGEEP FKEQPWWE 6JG
CRETCH/CTG PQVDAERI TGRCRG- M G QPN CRETCH/TGROR RIPVKURUEGM GSNERRQ Y CTV QPG

8 CTHROWU GWO C\GU RWAJ G ORT HOTEGEENDULUGU UREG I G UCTVQH\ G EQPOEY
SRTH CVCDOA  RNPGUCPF QXGT  RHQW
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BWPPG\CPF CP\KW\PPGNCEWEU.J CXG USGP Y KEGURTGOF WUG FWIKRI \J G5[ TICY CT 6WPPGNCTGWUGF \Q
DIQY VR O WNKUWQTE DVWKEFHRI UVWLGF CUEQO O CPF RQUUQT GO O WPKIQP CPF O O\GTIKANFGRQW ' THIR!
O CEJ®RQUECP FK. W\PPQUCOVCLRGEF QH O FJ Y JKGKO RTQXKUGF OCEJWRG ECPFQ O FQ

7 PFGT TOAPF WAPPGWCPF ROUD GUJ CXGDGGP | WP KR 5[ THC UREG\J G KO GUQHVI G4 QO CP (O RRIG CPF
\J GHWPFHRI QH\VI GOTUVERKGU UAE] CU20ND[ TC 6CFO QT ' 00 OLEWU 4CSSC CPF + QO U 6J G NDECNUQH
GPEQWITI QUM KU %43R1 TOWGTUQNVCPF B[ \J GURFQRUPQVUOW J Y JKEJ KIY J[ DQU UFGUQHVIG
EQPORVNQHRGPFNELUY \Q FK WPFGTI TOWPF ROUUCH GUQHCOWMIPFUCPF RWIRQUAU

| KKCPWFK WMPPGWQTWG C Y KGPGW QIMQHQF QPGU\Q CEJ KaXG UMRTHIG FWIHRI CWCEMUQP O HIKCT]
HOEHWIKGU CPF | QXGTPO GPVVIQQRU ' GLRKG C UGXGTG WPFGT TQWPF \J TGOV M G 5[ TKOP CTO [ JOUC TOW GT
PG M GPVOWRINEG\Q I KJ 6] GIG KJCND QUVPQ RHITO CHQP QP ECXGUQTWPFGTT TOWPF EQO O WPKECUQPU KR
\QY PUQT O KIKCPV EQPVIQNEF \GTTRQTKU CFLCEGPVAQ \J GO

+ QY GXGT' XCTKOU CPAKWAPPGNVGE] PKSVWGEU CTGWUGF MQ RTOMVGEVI QXGTPO GPVVIQQRUCPF KO RONVCPYV
HOEHKIKAU UNE] CUMIURI | GQTCFCTU CPQO Ol FGVGRWQTU  DVWKRFHRI BEQWP\GT VWPPGU FKI ol W CHUCPF
DVl CPAKVWAPPGNO QW

6J GO OR VEI PISWG | QXGTPO GPVVIQORUGO RNY UA GRPWGEPGO [ WWPPGUWKJ
FTHl W CHU

7URl FGFECVGF FTHRI XA HKEERU JIQMBUVWVRMY O FAER CTGFW CTOWPF KO RONVCPVHEEHKAUCVC
FKMCPEGVWR\Q O 6JGP RNIUWE WADGUCTG PUGINVGF KP\Q\I GUI CHUCPF ONEF Y KO UCPF 6JGQ J\GIUQH
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VWR\Q O GGIUFGER CTOWPF O HIKCT RQUKIQPUCPF KO RQIVCPVHCERIKGU 6J G O G TGSVRIGF \Q DVRF C
O QOVMYG \J CVFGRGPFUQP \J G LRGEOECHQPU QHGZECXC\WQTU RRXQIXGFE CPF \J G J GOXHRGUI QHUQK
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Militants’ morale and tactical advantage

Among the leadership of terrorists and armed Syrian opposition groups
there are many former Iraqi officers who used to serve under Saddam

Hussein.

They have amassed huge experience during the Iran-lraq war and the two Gulf wars. The Free Syrian
Army (FSA) higher officers are former General Staff leaders, brigade and division generals and colonels,

while the rebel units are mostly staffed with deserters from Assad’s army.

The militants are highly mobile and capable of rapidly creating assault groups at critical points of the
frontline. They have good knowledge of the area (70% of the illegal armed groups’ fighters are Syrian

nationals) and command significant financial and human resources.

In the absence of a precise front line, the armed opposition groups engage in active focal fighting. Most
of their efforts are applied to holding commanding heights and towns prepared for a perimeter

defense. This enables fire control of government troops’ movement lines.

The high survivability of the militants during stationary fighting in fortified
areas is ensured by using shelters prepared in advance. Those shelters

often hide their actual location, numbers and composition.

The militants place observation points close to the contact line for advance detection of the
government troops’ assault groupings. A post is manned by 2-3 people with means of observation,
communication and transportation. The militants srtive to maintain control over areas by conducting
local counterattacks, sabotage in the rear (including suicide attacks), constantly work to seize initiative

from the government troops.

As a rule, counterattacks are performed by small groups of 10-15 militants in 3-4 cars with mounted
heavy machine guns and 82mm mortars, supported by multi-launching rocket systems. One to five
such groups may take part in an attack.

The purpose of the counterattacks is regaining initiative with the aim to reestablish control over t
lost position an the territory in general.
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The militants' units that have sustained significant damage are redeployed to Turkey or to areas under

active ceasefire to restore capabilities, reinforce and resupply.
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6J GO QIOG CPF EQO DCVECRCDHIKFGU QH\I G O KKCPWUCTG J K J NI CDQXG\I QUG
QH\VI G5$$ UQWIGIU

6JGHYE CNCTO G- | T_MRUJ CXGIR\E TOVGF | WGTTHRC CPF \GITQTKONGE] PKSWGEU RVQ W GRINVCEEU BEQO DRI
QO Y RI EQPXGPQPCNY CTHCTG O GU QFUWHK G D[ TA WICT VIQORU  6J GR\VCEVHE EQPVRWG \Q CFCRV
DOUGF QP U GGPQO [ DGI CXQT

6J GEQD O CPF | LWGD \J GHNBE ONCTO GF | TOWRU.J CXG ETGOVGE GPCDINBURTQO RVCPF TOW GT Q) BGPV
TGCRWR(G O GCUMGU\QY CTFUE] CPI ol EQPFRIQPU 6J G O KIKCPMUABNEEGUUKJO CFG GOUGT D] \J G QRGPPGUU
QH5[ TICEDQIFGIU \J G| QXGIPO GPVQPN EQPVIQW\I G5[ TKC . GDCPQP DQIFGTCPF C MD UWIGE] QHVI G
5[ TiC ,QTFCP DQIFGT

Time to go home

$VI GUCTVOHM GBXHY CT M G QXGIPO GPVVIQQRUGPLY GF C SWOP\KCWKG CFXCP\A G GXGTT M e
GLRGECN CXCUQP \CPMJCPF CTWIGT]  $ UJCF EQUWIF TGCUQPCDIl J QRGHIT C UY KYUNBEGUUKR O J R
KA WCT CTO G- | T_MRUQHM G TEADGU

+QY GXGT I G5[ TKP &KHD CTCPF \0 GOl JVCA CRUVKIO KWJJ CXG QPEG Ol CHR EQPOTO GF M OVC PWO GTHE
CPF \GEJ PHEONCFXCP\O G KUPQVGPQW J \Q CEJ KXGXIE\QT] ( XGP | QQF \I GUTOWECNWPQY INEFI GQHVI G
NECFGTUJ KR FQRUPQVRNY] C FGEKIXG TG

® QIFGT\QY K CO KKCT[ EQPOEY IMIVNUG K QIF KO GU QPG PGEFUC UIVIGQP
LRRIK/ CP WP[ KA IR! Y KQTXIE\WQT] VIV QPGUGWCPF QPGEVIQQRU
FARUKGPGUU DTCXGT  BPXEP\GPGUU OGZHORW[ CPF CP CDHW[ \Q NECF QU GTU
$ MM KUNCEMU UGXGTGY KR $UUCFABCTO [

FYKIWPEECT Y J VU QA DG FQPGMVQ M GJ CHTOWGP WIVBIMG QHM G5[ TKCP CTO[ 0 Q QO QNWPVQH
TERTAUUIQPU DG R/LI QQUR! U RGPONDOWCOPU QT TGVIGCV DINDEMPI FGWCE) O GPW ECPARO CMG /A1 IV

6J GIG CTG PQ &ZCO RMBUQHM KUK O KIKCT[ I KWQT[

SVIIEVFKERMRCT] O GCQUMGUO d GAMCDYU QIFGT R W oM WPRUCPF FGWCEI O GPWY J K HENWPFGT C
URGNQHRCPHE QP \J G DOWKBOGW

$TO UEQARF DG WG \Q PGAVTON G \J G RCPHE CPF OK.J VIPUK C\QTU UJ QQV

@\ G UQFFIGTUJ CXG PQ J K J GT1 QONQ RTQWGEI GO QU GINIPF  CTGPAETGOF] \Q LCETIOEG \J GO UGYGU
FGEPF GXGT RQUIIQP \Q\J G NIWVF TQR QHDI)QF CPF NQMIK\Q I G HOEG QHFGOM Y JKG TWUI I P CP
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attack, no amount of penal companies or retreat-blocking detachments can save such an army.

One the one hand, it would seam easy to completely demobilize (in other
words, completely disband) the Syrian army and recruit a new one. In other

words, restart the process of building up the country’s military.

On the other hand, the main problem is that new men are nowhere to be found in modern Syria. Any
newly created army will naturally inherit all the malaises of the old SAA. There also is no definitive
answer to a substantial question: who's gonna pay for that?

It is impossible to win the war with such an ally as Assad’s army.

The militias can't be fully relied on either. Hezbollah and the Iranians have their own interests.

This is why apparently the Russian military and political leadership shall
have to take a drastic decision: end the Syria campaign before the end of

2016, withdrawing all troops and leaving only the military bases.

It is impossible to restore the constitutional order to Syria by solely military means without serious
diplomatic, political, economic and propaganda efforts, as well as significant support of the ruined

country by foreign states.
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$ECFQO[ W

&QD O CPFGF CP CP\KCRT O KIKEDOWOKP QH6 UK

9 CUFGRW] EQO O CPFGT QHCP CP\KCRT O KIKG TG KO GPVIR

9 QUC UPIIT QO ECTR IGSK™ GEPUG+3 1P

5GIXEF P \IG/ O 1 RGIOKG' RERQIOGQHV G* GPGITNB\Cx K

* TCFWO\GE HQO \JG* GPGIONB\C /| KWCT] $ECFQO[ K

9 QIMF CUCP QDUGTXGTHR 0 G CXKIO [ C* O GC R CPF QUGFRQT I BJKGHCH / KIKCT] @FWTION
SQMIGT K
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